Impairment in social communication is one of the diagnostic hallmarks of autism spectrum disorders, and a large body of research has documented aspects of impaired social cognition in autism, both at the level of the processes and the neural structures involved. Yet one of the most common social communicative abilities in everyday life, the ability to judge somebody's emotion from their facial expression, has yielded conflicting findings. To investigate this issue, we used a sensitive task that has been used to assess facial emotion perception in a number of neurological and psychiatric populations. Fifteen high-functioning adults with autism and 19 control participants rated the emotional intensity of 36 faces displaying basic emotions. Every face was rated 6 times-once for each emotion category. The autism group gave ratings that were significantly less sensitive to a given emotion, and less reliable across repeated testing, resulting in overall decreased specificity in emotion perception. We thus demonstrate a subtle but specific pattern of impairments in facial emotion perception in people with autism.
Introduction
Impaired social communication is one of the hallmarks of autism spectrum disorders (ASD). It is commonly thought that people with ASD are impaired also in a specific aspect of social communication, the recognition of basic emotions from facial expressions (i.e., happiness, surprise, fear, anger, disgust, sadness). However, the literature on this topic offers highly conflicting findings to date: whereas some studies find clear impairments in facial affect recognition in autism (Ashwin, Wheelwright & Baron-Cohen, 2006; Corden, Chilvers & Skuse, 2008; Dziobek, Bahnemann, Convit & Heekeren, 2010; Law Smith, Montagne, Perrett, Gill, & Gallagher, 2010; Philip et al., 2010; Wallace et al., 2011) , others do not (Adolphs, Sears & Piven, 2001; Baron-Cohen, Jolliffe, Mortimore & Robertson, 1997; Neumann, Spezio, Piven & Adolphs, 2006; Rutherford & Towns, 2008) . Part of this discrepancy may be traced to the known heterogeneity of ASD, together with differences in the stimuli and tasks used in the various studies; and part may derive from the specific aspects of facial emotion perception that were analyzed in the studies.
A recent and comprehensive review attempted to make sense of this mixed literature (Harms, Martin & Wallace, 2010) . The authors suggest that the ability of individuals with an ASD to identify facial expressions depends, in large part, upon several factors and their interactions, including demographics (i.e., subjects' age and level of functioning), the stimuli and experimental task demands, and the dependent measures of interest (e.g., emotion labeling accuracy, reaction times, etc.). Other factors, such as ceiling effects or the use of compensatory strategies by individuals with an ASD, might also obscure true group differences that would have been otherwise found. The authors further make the interesting point that other behaviorally-or biologically-based measures almost invariably demonstrate that individuals with ASDs process faces differently, so perhaps previous studies of facial affect recognition which failed to find group differences used tasks and/or measures that are simply not sensitive enough to detect group differences. Difficult or unfamiliar tasks are more likely to reveal impairment, since they are better able to avoid ceiling effects and, in some cases, are less well-rehearsed and preclude compensatory strategies.
Two distinct methodological approaches have been used to achieve these goals of providing sensitive measures of facial affect recognition. One approach has been to manipulate the stimuli in some way, such as with facial morphing (e.g., Humphreys, Minshew, Leonard & Behrmann, 2007; Law Smith et al., 2010; Wallace et al., 2011) . This approach gives the experimenter parametric control of the intensity of the stimuli, and so can assess emotion discrimination at a fine-grained level, but with the important caveat that the morphs 
